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*Glacan was one of the most eminent physicians in Western Europe, 
certainly the most eminent that Donegal has ever produced. His fame 
rested largely on his treatment of plague victims. It is regrettable that he 
has been almost completely forgotten in his own country and in his ow 
Like many of his contemporaries, details about his earl 
The only date given for his birth, circa 1600! 
himself states that he was treating patients at the Spanish Court when Aodh Ruadh 
O'Donnell was there seventeen years later in 1602.2 His age, as given in the 
vignette above, is not too clear; the letters LX are reasonably clear but there is a 
_ Suggestion of another letter following, possibly another L which would give his 
age as 90 at the time of his death in 1653. The engraving would also seem to be of 
avery old man. These figures would seem to indicate that he was born about 1563. 
in Tirconall, as he himself states, possibly in the northern half of the county. 
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At that time the disease was known to be extremely infectious but the exact cause was 
quite unknown. Centuries later it was learned that it was caused by the bacterium, versinia 
pestis, Which normally infected the black rat and was passed to humans, due to the close 
contact between humans, rats and fleas, by the bite of a flea which abandoned the dead rat 
for any human in the vicinity. The plague’s first recorded appearance in Europe was the 
Plague of Justinian in 541-2 AD. This visitation may be identical with the Blefed recorded 
in the Irish annals in the year 543 and which was recorded in the annals as having swept 
away the noblest third of the human race. 6 


The bubonic plague’s most famous outbreak was undoubtedly the Black Death which 
devastated Europe in the years after 1347 and it was believed to have killed between a 
quarter and a half of the population. It also visited Ireland. In 1348, Friar John Glyn 
thought that the mortality was so great that it was questionable whether any one of the race 
of Adam would survive. He himself apparently died after writing this his last entry in his 
annals. The plague continued to ravage Europe at intervals in the centuries following. 


The earliest information we have about O’Glacan is contained in his Treatise on the Plague, 
Tractatus de Peste, published in Toulouse in 1629 in which he stated that he was treating 
patients for the plague at the Spanish court in Simancas during Aodh Ruadh’s stay there 
in 1602. Medical knowledge then was rudimentary. Diseases, especially deadly infections 
like the plague were recognised, O’Glacan describes the symptoms and signs accurately 
in his book. It was also known that they were infectious but their causes were completely 
unknown and treatment was often bizarre. The textbook gives two recipes for treatment, 
one with exotic ingredients for the rich and another with more readily available ingredients 
for the less well-off. Both were, needless to say, equally ineffective.’ 
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of Premier Professor of Medicine. He 
spent some time in Paris as Physician 
to King Louis XIII and was also a Privy 
Councillor there? °, By now he was a 
recognised authority on the treatment 
of plague and in 1629 he published his 
Dodtorikplapue cork most famous publication, Tractatus de 


Peste, which was printed by the Toulouse 
University printers. In it he concisely described the symptom complex of plague, noting 


how various patients were affected differently by the disease and suffered from buboes, 
skin rashes, headache, vomiting, delirium and coma. 
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He also described possible treatments, which included bleeding, 
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"asked Giorgio Scharpes who had held this post from 1634 to 1637 to write a report on 
~ O’Glacan to allow the Senate to better decide about him. They wished to know what was 
O’Glacan’s religion, his age, why he was so famous, for how long had he been teaching 
` in a university, if his way of teaching was well considered, if he knew Greek and if he 
= would like to teach in Bologna. Scharpes answered the questions as follows. “With regard 
_ to religion Mr. Glacan is a Catholic, and there is no doubt because it would be difficult 
ih for a heretic to live in a city like Tolosa (Toulouse) which is known to be one of the most 
_ Catholic places and where they cannot bear heretics. Mr. Glacan is about 48. He is famous 
because during the plague in these regions of France during the years 1627 to 1629 he 
= was very helpful and in the year 1629 he produced a book whose title is Tractatus de 
= Peste.. and I invite you to read this book to understand exactly why Mr. Glacan is valuable 
= and why he is still teaching in the University of Tolosa... About his teaching he is well 
= estimated because he is a good philosopher, good in fighting against his enemies that 
accused him of being a magician: his book can confirm that he was not a magician... Mr 
| Glacan knows Greek very well ... talking about the other questions... from a letter from 
Mr. Glacan where he says he would really like to serve the University of Bologna I can 
understand that there will not be any problem for the salary and for him to come!” O 
Glacan became professor of “Medicina Theorica Sopraordinaria” at Bologna in 1642 and 
remained in this post until 1653, the year of his death. 


His experiences during the years he spent at Bologna are well reported in the three 
volumes of his Cursus Medicus (Medicine lessons). The first volume in six books is about 
= physiology, the second in three books about pathology, the third in four books, which was 
_ published after his death, about the theory of signs. Part one has two curious prefaces, one 
“lectori benevolo’ and the other ‘lectori malevelo’. Commendatory verses are prefixed and 
among those of part ii are some by Gregory Fallon, a Connaughtman, who was at Bologna 
and by another countryman, the Rev. Philip Roche, S.J. who says that Glacan is to Italy 
what Fuchsius was to Germany. The Cursus begins with a discussion of the utility of 
medicine, of its nature, and of the several schools of medical thought, and then proceeds to 
lay down the whole system of the Galenists. In the third volume of his work, Glacan talks 
about the various findings of the doctor and describes the diseases in which they may be 
found, thus introducing the modern concept of differential diagnosis. 


We know little about O’Glacan’s personal life in Bologna but in spite of the fact that he had 
left Ireland almost half a century previously, he still kept up Irish contacts as Bishop Nicholas 
French, Bishop of Ferns, and Nicholas Plunkett were entertained at Bologna by him when on 
their way to Rome in 1648. In collaboration with them he edited a series of Latin eulogistic 
poems addressed to Pope Innocent X entitled Regni Hiberniae ad Sanctissimi Innocenti 
Pont. Max. Pyramides Encomiasticae. In this work he mentions as one of his friends the 
Franciscan Fr Francis O’Molloy, author of an Irish Catechism published in Rome in 1676 
and an Irish-Latin grammar published there the following year. 


O’Glacan’s worth was recognised in a eulogistic poem composed by Peter von Adrian 
Brocke, contemporary Professor of Eloquence at Lucca. It was composed in Latin of 
which the following is a translation: 
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